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Abstract
The aim of this study is to assess whether universities are meeting the needs of students in
large marketing classes. In so doing the study investigates the application of self-
determination theory and psychological needs satisfaction. The basic needs scale,
comprising of three constructs; Control, Competence and Caring was adapted and used to
evaluate students’ perception of an introductory marketing subject.
The study used a multi-method approach consisting of a literature review, a qualitative phase
involving in-depth interviews with marketing teaching staff and focus groups with marketing
students and a survey of students about introductory level marketing. An adapted version of
the basic psychological needs scale was included in a questionnaire that was administered to
a convenience sample of 366 students. MANOVA, ANOVA and descriptive statistics were
used to analyse the data.
The results show that the psychological needs satisfaction of many students are not being
fully realised. It was also found that marketing degree students enjoyed the challenges and
were more stimulated by the subject. The higher achieving students enjoyed the challenge of
the subject more than the lower achieving students.
As a result of this study, there are three suggestions for further research. Firstly, further
study should compare subjects, with relatively small enrolments, to those with large
enrolments to corroborate the value of this method of assessing student satisfaction.
Secondly, the use of a larger sample across other universities would confirm whether these
findings hold for other institutions. Finally, it is suggested that a structural model should be
developed to extend this investigation of student satisfaction and the constructs used in the
study.
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Introduction
This study investigates the application of self-determination theory and psychological needs
satisfaction as a basis of assessing students’ evaluation of being taught in a subject with large
enrolments. Self-determination theory (SDT) maintains that an understanding of human
motivation needs to take into account innate psychological needs for competence, autonomy,
and relatedness (Deci and Ryan 2000).
Autonomy occurs when students perceive that they are in control of their own behaviour and
are not externally directed. The student perceives that they have the opportunity to make
choices or be provided with meaningful rationale when choice is not possible (Deci and Ryan
1985). Studies have shown that learning situations, in which autonomy support is provided,
relative to perceived self-control, were associated with more positive outcomes, including
greater intrinsic motivation, increased satisfaction, and enhanced well-being (Reis et al.
2000; Ryan and Grolnik 1986).
Competence is the capacity for the individual to effectively interact with their environment
(White 1959). In an educational setting, students are motivated by their increasing
competence as they learn and rely on feedback as an indication of their level of competence
in the task. Feedback can come from three sources: the task itself, comparisons of past
performances with current performance and the evaluations of others (Deci 1975; Reeve
2001). This feedback can provide self-satisfaction and encouragement (Bandura 1997; Deci
1975; Ryan and Grolnik 1986).
Relatedness is a feeling of being understood and being provided with a caring relational
support base (Deci and Ryan 2000). Students show greater intrinsic motivation when they
perceive their teachers to be warm and caring (Ryan et al. 1994) however, Deci and Ryan
(2000) believe that the main role of relatedness is to provide support for autonomy and
competence in an educational environment.
An aim of this study is to develop and test scales that could be used to evaluate the teaching
of subjects with large enrolments in the higher education sector using self-determination
theory and basic needs satisfaction scales as a basis.
Self-determination theory has been investigated from an educational perspective and studies
have confirmed that self-determined individuals are better able to learn and perform in an
educational environment (Deci 1975; Deci and Ryan 1985; Deci and Ryan 2000; Filak and
Sheldon 2003; Ryan and Grolnik 1986).
It is evident that the higher education sector is becoming more competitive and that there are
greater expectations placed on institutions to meet the needs of students (Cheng and Tam
1997). Some of the approaches used to address this issue in higher education include quality
assurance schemes (Centre for Education and Development and Support 2004; King et al.
1999), a marketing orientation in which the student is viewed as a consumer whose
expectations require addressing (Browne et al. 1998), and studies of student satisfaction
(Elliot and Shin 2002; Gremeler and McCollough 2002). The study of large classes presents
many complex issues (Cuseo 2004; Follman 1994; Gilbert 1995; Hanushek 2002; HEROS
2004). Large classes have been studied across a range of disciplines internationally
(Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business 1998; Keil and Partell 1997; Office
of Institutional Research 2001). The Teaching and Educational Development Unit at
Queensland University have reported that there have been relatively few studies reported in
Australian universities (TEDI 2001a). Large subjects are usually core business subjects that
all students are required to enrol in, have more than 200 students enrolled, have more than
one lecture stream (multiple lecture times) and lectures are usually held in large lecture
theatres.  The management of these classes often requires the close coordination of multiple
lecturers and many tutors (with a large proportion often being employed on a sessional
basis). This is in contrast to smaller subjects that often have one stream and one lecturer and
in this case the lecturer is often involved with tutorials.
Method
The study used a multi-method approach consisting of a literature review, a qualitative phase
involving in-depth interviews with teaching staff; two focus groups and a survey with
students who have undertaken introductory level marketing in a large class format. The
sequential triangulatory approach is most appropriate for a study of this type (Saunders et al.
2003).
The survey used a scale that Filak and Sheldon (2003) had adapted from the Basic
Psychological Needs Scale (Ilardi et al. 1993) for an education application. The reliability
coefficients for the constructs were; Control 0.83, Competence 0.81, and Caring 0.77. After
adaptation the five point Likert scale was pre-tested before being administered to a
convenience sample of students during the final week of teaching. The sample of 366
students was obtained at a university that has an annual enrolment of more than 2000
students in an introductory marketing subject and therefore had multiple streams, multiple
lecturers and numerous tutorials.
Table 1: Characteristics of the sample (N = 366)
Year level
1st Yr.
(59.3)
2nd Yr.
(29.4)
3rd Yr.
(11.3)
Total
100%
Mode of Study Fulltime
(93.2)
Part-time
(6.8)
100%
Achievement High*
(56.9)
Moderate**
(43.1)
100%
Type of Course
enrolment
Marketing
(34.5)
Non-marketing
(65.5)
100%
Type of Previous
study
High school
(57.7)
TAFE College
(24.7)
Other
University
(17.6)
100%
Gender Male
(36.1)
Female
(63.9)
100%
*  High achievement refers to students with academic results of  High Distinction or Distinction.
** Medium achievement refers to students with academic results of Pass or Credit.
The descriptive statistics shown in Table 1 indicate that the sample consisted of a majority of
fulltime students (93%) with a good representation of high achievement (56.9%) and
moderate achievement (43.1%). Approximately one third of students were enrolled in
marketing degrees and two-thirds enrolled in a variety of other business degree courses. The
sample was somewhat skewed with regard gender with 64% female and 36% males. There
was a good representation of students from various entry modes with students from high
school (57.7%), TAFE (24.7%), and other universities (17.6%). There was also a satisfactory
representation of students from 1st year (59.3%), 2nd year (29.4%), and 3rd year (11.3%).
Subsequently the data was analysed using MANOVA and ANOVA to identify differences in
the basic needs constructs according to various student characteristics.
Examination of the results for the ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ categories in Table 2 indicates
the following levels of agreement with the statements in the respective constructs; Control
(65.5%), Competence (49.0%) and Caring (57.6%). This indicates that the psychological
needs satisfaction of many students is not being fully realised. An investigation of the
‘strongly agree’ column which ranges from 3.7% to 25.4% provides endorsement of this
point. In regard to the Control construct, it is apparent that that students were relatively
satisfied as there was an average of 65.5% providing a positive response to this construct;
with 69% indicating they have control of their learning, 60.6% feeling free to express their
opinions and 60.8% felt that they were given adequate consideration of their point of view.
However, some focus group participants identified several disadvantages with discussion
forums in large tutorial groups or, as one student commented ‘The disadvantage [of large
groups] is that some students feel overwhelmed by the large numbers and keep their mouth
shut!’
Results and discussion.
Table 2   Detailed Results for Psychological Needs Constructs.
Variables and constructs
Strongly
Disagree
(%)
Disagree
(%)
Neither
Agree or
Disagree
Agree
(%)
Strongly
Agree
(%)
Total
(%)
Control 7.6% 26.9% 65.5% 100
I feel I was in control of my
learning in this subject. 1.1 6.5 23.4 59.4 9.6 100
I was free to express my
opinions in this subject. 1.1 8.1 24.2 56.2 10.4 100
In this subject, my point of
view was given adequate
considerat ion when I
presented it.
0.6 5.5 33.0 53.6 7.2 100
Competence 18.2% 32.8% 49.0% 100
I enjoyed the challenges this
subject has provided. 2.0 9.6 31.5 50.0 7.0 100
Most days I felt a sense of
accomplishment from doing
work in this subject.
3.1 12.2 36.3 42.5 5.9 100
I think the tasks I did in this
subject were very stimulating.
3.7 24.1 30.7 37.8 3.7
100
Caring 16.6% 25.8% 57.6% 100
The tutor cared about my
progress.
6.3 11.7 26.1 40.1 15.8 100
The tutor cared about me. 6.1 13.5 32.5 33.6 14.3 100
I feel that the tutor understood
me.
5.0 15.8 27.5 38.9 12.9 100
The tutor was pretty friendly
towards me.
3.1 4.8 17.2 49.4 25.4 100
Table 3  Results for MANOVA and ANOVA analysis
MANOVA / ANOVA Results
Control             (0.66)*
I feel I was in control of
my learning in this
subject.
I was free to express my
opinions in this subject.
In this subject, my point
of view was given
adequate consideration
when I presented it.
Significant ANOVA result for Point of view on the variable
Marketing Degree within the construct Control (significance
0.05)
Competence    (0.63)*
• Significant MANOVA result on the construct
Competence (significance 0.05)
• Significant ANOVA result for the variable Marketing
Degree within the construct Competence (significance
0.05)
• Significant ANOVA result for the variable Previous
Study within the construct Competence (significance
0.05)
I enjoyed the challenges
th i s  sub jec t  has
provided.
• Significant ANOVA result for enjoyed the challenges on
the variable Achievement Level within the construct
Competence (significance 0.05)
• Significant ANOVA result for enjoyed the challenges on
the variable Marketing Degree within the construct
Competence (significance 0.05)
Most days I felt a sense
of accomplishment from
doing work in this
subject.
I think the tasks I did in
this subject were very
stimulating.
• Significant ANOVA result for stimulating tasks on the
variable Marketing Degree within the construct
Competence (significance 0.05)
Caring               (0.86)*
The tutor cared about
my progress.
Significant ANOVA result for The tutor cared about my
progress on the variable Gender within the construct
Control (significance 0.05)
The tutor cared about
me.
I feel that the tutor
understood me.
The tutor was pretty
friendly towards me.
* All factors exhibited satisfactory reliability with alpha scores greater than 0.6.
In relation to the Caring construct, 57.6% of students supported this contention. Within the
construct, three-quarters of the students (74.8%) believe that the tutor was pretty friendly
towards them; however, only 47.9% thought that the tutor cared about them, with 55.9%
considering that the tutor cared about their progress.
This was highlighted by the following quotes from students, “I think in the smaller ones
[subjects] you get to know your lecturers and tutors so if you do have a problem you can go
to them….” Commenting on the smaller classes one student remarked, “…where they treat
you like a person rather than just another student.” Limited opportunities for questions and
deeper explanations were also the theme of other negative comments in the focus groups.
With regards the Competence construct, which represents the challenge that the subject
provided and the sense of accomplishment obtained from undertaking the subject, it is
evident that less than 50% of students are positive towards these factors. Within the
construct, 57% enjoyed the challenge but only 41.5% found the subject stimulating, 48.4%
feeling a sense of accomplishment and slightly more than half of the students (51.8%)
reported that the tutor understood them. For example, one student who felt that they were not
stimulated in the subject commented, ‘They need to get us more involved. Get everyone
doing stuff because a lot of the time you go there and you won’t remember what you did last
week…’ While another commented, ‘when I got bored, I found it hard going.’
With regard to the construct Control, the Manova showed that no dependent variables were
statistically significant (see Table 3). The Manova analysis identified that the construct
Competence was statistically significant at the 0.05 level. Within this construct there were
two variables that were statistically significant (Marketing Degree and Previous Study). This
indicates that the marketing degree students found the subject more challenging, while the
higher achieving students found the subject both challenging and stimulating. Those students
who had no previous tertiary study experience showed a slightly less positive result than
those with previous study.  Relating to the Caring construct, the Manova analysis indicates
that the male students found the tutors more caring.
Conclusions
The aim of this study was to assess whether universities are meeting the needs of students in
large marketing classes. The study investigates the application of self-determination theory
and psychological needs satisfaction. The basic needs scale, comprising three constructs;
Control, Competence and Caring was adapted and used to evaluate students’ perception of an
introductory marketing subject.
The results highlight that the psychological needs satisfaction of many students is not being
fully realised. It is noteworthy that there were differences between marketing and non-
marketing students. The marketing degree students enjoyed the challenges and were more
stimulated by the subject more than non-marketing degree students. There was a significant
difference between the higher achieving students, who enjoyed the challenge of the subject,
and the lower achieving students.
As a result of this study, it is suggested that further research should compare subjects with
relatively small enrolments and to those with large enrolments. This would enhance the value
of this method of assessing student satisfaction. Also the use of a larger sample across other
universities would confirm whether these findings hold for other institutions. Finally, a
structural model should be developed to extend this investigation of student satisfaction and
the constructs used in the study.
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